CROWDED THRESHOLDS
presents work across applied art,
design and visual art connected
by a preoccupation with making
the invisible visible and a fundamental
interest in traditional processes
and materials. Coinciding with
the 100th anniversary of Freud’s
essay The Uncanny, the exhibition
explores ‘emotional geography’
and considers the creative process
through a psychoanalytic lens.
Ultimately, it embraces our humanity.
Curated by Fiona Mulholland

CROWDED THRESHOLDS evokes a precarious
environment, a crush pushing through, in movement
and flux — multiple boundaries, agitated and uncertain.
No longer can we stay as we are, change is coming.
This volatility in the exhibition title need not cause fear,
it may simply signal that the sharply defined edges
which once held us in silos are now blurring,
blending, merging. These words speak to many
thresholds, including migration and the crisis
the world faces as peoples are forced to move
great distances. As a global community, we need
to recognise that ‘my land’ is yours, particularly in
times of strife.
Within creative practices there has already been
a distinct blurring of once concrete thresholds which
is allowing for cross-disciplinary conversations
and encouraging explorations between the lines.
Visual artists are working across disciplines,
freely experimenting with materiality in all its forms.
In colleges, traditional areas of paint, sculpture,
print, ceramics are no longer separated, encouraging
learning and expression across media. Interesting
collaborations between artists and artisans/makers
are being seen at biennials worldwide, establishing
new dialogues around the once-perceived edges of art.
So too, conceptions around what craft is have
shifted. Traditionally seen as hand-produced functional
objects from natural materials, in an age of mass
production the ties between craft and creating
functional objects is loosened — in a similar way to
how photography dispensed with the need for painters
to document. Craft has begun instead to be considered
as a set of honed skills, utilised for expression through
form and raw materiality. Movements of studio craft
and, more recently, conceptual craft have completely
transcended traditional constraints, expressing human
agency beyond the object, aligning more closely to
transdisciplinary arts practice.
A diverse field, design has long spilled out of its
creative confinements into realms of performative arts,
and now leads in the field of media, entertainment
and advertising. Design is still shifting, standardised
boundaries are broken down, and designers are being
asked to go beyond the realm of the physical to imagine
new systems, new ways of governing, of conducting
business, of living and interacting. As the accepted
philosophy of continued progress — of more is more —
is being questioned, and society begins to recognise
that we must atone for our actions, elements of science
and design are merging in an effort to repair damage and
realise new, more holistic ways of existing.

BETWEEN
THE
LINES
Sleek, refined visuals surround our daily lives,
flashing graphics everywhere we look, powerful
reminders that we live in a capitalist world. Perhaps this
is why we so savour it when we feel an element of
the human touch or emotion — a hand-drawn illustration,
a hand-built structure, a hand-tufted textile. We are
human with flaws and foibles — but we feel, we think and
question. We second-guess and obsess. We are creators
of beauty and of violence. We seek to communicate.
Crowded Thresholds considers all of this. It represents
vulnerability and fierce energy, anxiety and passion,
mania and playfulness. As an exhibition, it seeks
to lay bare our human fragility and absorbs us in
an unequivocal need to communicate our humanity.
These artists and makers straddle the threshold of
disciplines and languages: detailed jewellery made
using traditional techniques which address conceptual
considerations of humanity, and miniature derelict
shelters created with exquisite detail somewhere
between sets, sculptures or models of our dying town
centres. A complex installation of disembodied forms
cast in clay and bold drawings printed as luscious
‘scarfs’, inviting us to question our understanding of
physicality, myth and power. Reimagined Rorschach
inkblot tests and mindful illustrations of makers at
work, presented at a monumental scale, shout to
society the need to maintain positive mental health.
Here, disciplines are blurred, old and new tools utilised,
and materiality explored, all working to express the
very essence of human agency.
We now find we are at a juncture where threads
are overlapping and melding to inform new practices
within creative expression. The artists are driving
forth, and we are being pushed out of our comfort
zones as they cross-utilise techniques, mediums,
and languages to express humanity, the uncanny
realities of existence. The thresholds have opened.
Susan Holland
Curator, National Design & Craft Gallery

O
‘Art helps us access and express
parts of ourselves that are often
unavailable to other forms of human
interaction. It flies below the radar,
delivering nourishment for our soul
and returning with stories from
the unconscious. A world without
art is an inhuman world.
Making and consuming art lifts
our spirits and keeps us sane.
Art, like science and religion,
helps us make meaning from
our lives, and to make meaning
is to make us feel better.’
Grayson Perry, Potter/Artist

Nicholas Royal, The Uncanny, An Introduction (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 2003), p. 1-2.
1.

scillating between melancholy and
humour, this thought-provoking exhibition represents
the ‘emotional geography’ of the makers. It generates
an interesting visual interplay between authentic
storytelling and artistic expression, with a sense
of playfulness and infectious imagination. A common
thread throughout is the artists’ preoccupation
with making the invisible visible and a fundamental
interest in traditional processes and materials.
From amputated limb jewellery to wearable
measurement systems; ‘voluptuously illustrated’
silk scarfs, to Rorschach inkblot textile hangings;
derelict buildings constructed using found materials
to artefacts that suggest new ways of representing
the ‘self’, Crowded Thresholds is an intriguing group
exhibition of established and emerging practitioners,
working across different disciplines in applied art,
design and visual art.
Coinciding with the 100th anniversary of Freud’s
essay The Uncanny 1, I was particularly interested
in objects with specific functions and associations,
which have then been ‘turned inside out’ by the maker
imposing private and psychological qualities on them.
The exhibition explores effects of the subconscious
in the creation and response to these objects of
material culture. Bringing together a disparate set
of influences from popular culture to the avant-garde;
surrealism to realism; social cultural issues to
the body at a microscopic level, the exhibition
ultimately embraces our humanity.
The uncanny involves feelings of uncertainty,
in particular regarding the reality of who one is
and what is being experienced. […] It is a peculiar
commingling of the familiar and unfamiliar. It can
take the form of something familiar unexpectedly
arising in a strange and unfamiliar context, or of
something strange and unfamiliar unexpectedly
arising in a familiar context. It can consist in a sense
of homeliness uprooted, the revelation of something
un-homely at the heart of hearth and home. […]
It can involve a feeling of something beautiful
but at the same time frightening.1
As we are aware, the discourse about applied
art has been debated and the parameters expanded,
concurrent with contemporary form and feeling —
no longer presenting us with a stable identity.
However, traditional craft in its purest form gives
us a sense of homeliness, makes us feel safe and is
part of the everyday. It serves a fundamental need,
perhaps even nurtures us, but the uncanny (from
the perspective of this exhibition) can serve as the
antithesis to ‘craft’ in the traditional sense.
The work presented goes beyond form and function
to challenge and make us question the familiar.
Each of us has unique experiences which fuel the
subconscious and the creative process, which goes
beyond the uncanny. It moves across into the realm
of thresholds, offering multiple possibilities and
directions. The title of the exhibition relates to liminality,
from the Latin word līmen meaning a threshold,

suggesting the transitional or initial stage of a process
and/or in the middle stage of ritual. It speaks of
occupying a position at, or on both sides of, a boundary
or threshold, much like the creative process itself
and the act of making or even looking at an artwork.
During my early and formative years in mid-’80s
Ireland, I discovered that by making coffin lids as
earrings I could express my punk ideals through a
creative process, in this instance metalwork. I quickly
became hooked on the adrenalin of creativity.
I remain passionate about the power of art and
design as a means of non-verbal communication that
serves to reflect the ever-changing world we live in.
There are obvious links and connections in the
works presented but the focus of the exhibition seeks
to inspire an unfiltered gaze, provoke, and ultimately
create a more meaningful audience-object relationship.
In the bringing together of found and constructed
objects, Julie Connellan and Caoimhe McGuckin
examine the role of jewellery as an artefact
of collective cultural memory. Each explores the
narrative potential of jewellery to comment on
social conventions, belief systems, therefore creating
deeper associations. Jewellery, has the power to
communicate, not only as adornment but also as
a rich symbolic language.
In very differing ways, the human body is the
context and content of the jewellery of Paul McClure
and Hazel Kenny’s work. With great beauty and skill,
they materialise our anatomical and microscopic
worlds by shining a light on details we might otherwise
ignore or quite simply take for granted.
McClure is intrigued by how we represent what
we cannot see within ourselves through scientific
imagery and visual data from the fields of microbiology,
pathology and genetics. These beguiling jewellery
pieces ‘are as much about as they are for the human
body.’ Reminding us that we are but flesh and bones.
Using a combination of physical and digital methods,
including ceramic casting and 3D printing technologies,
John Rainey explores themes of technology, artifice and
the human figure. These remarkable sculptures move
between the virtual and material worlds, reflecting
the fluctuating boundaries between public and private
and suggesting new ways to represent the ‘self.’
With an extraordinary level of detail and
craftsmanship, Daithi Magner’s artworks take
a critical view of social and cultural issues of rural
Ireland. Often referencing Irish folklore, history and
religion, his work explores the varying relationships
between modern living and rural attitudes both
past and present.
The poetic forms created by Max Brosi draw
on cyclical patterns in nature and life and remind
us of our fragility. His work has echoes of the
Japanese philosophy, Wabi-Sabi, which celebrates
the aesthetic of transience and imperfection.
Brosi transfers his inner subconscious into the
artwork, yet very consciously pursues the beauty
of things imperfect, impermanent and incomplete
creating a dialectical tension.
Using the Rorschach inkblot projective test
as the source material for her large-scale wool
wall-hangings, Brigitta Varadi quotes Joseph Beuys’
durational relationship to felt; wherein he suggests
that art, common materials and one’s everyday life
are ultimately inseparable. Varadi is highlighting
the interplay and complexities of the public and private
self in relation to therapeutic processes. She invites
interaction between the viewer and the work,
not only visually but through the sensual tactility
of the material.
Joe Caslin’s installations are powerfully present
and unapologetic in addressing the issues in our
community and society. He believes the role of artists
is to be observant, provoke and generate discussion.

Like the cave art of old, street art fulfils an impulse to
mark make and to be remembered. By its very nature,
street art allows the conversation between the artist
and the public to be instantly engaging and intimate.
In his own words, Niall Sweeney’s ‘Freaky Scarfs
(yes, scarfs, not scarves), celebrate joyful creatures
transgressing the turbulent seas of modern
mythologies.’ The series title, All the Freaky
People Make the Beauty of the World, taken from
the Michael Franti song Stay Human, echoes these
vibrant, voluptuous illustrations presented as luscious
silk scarfs. Niall generously agreed to produce the
graphic treatment for the show, perfectly reflecting
the aesthetic and thematic focus of the exhibition.
My intention in curating the exhibition has
been to open a space to reflect and explore deeper
philosophical issues around the function and meaning
of craft, design and art in society. I invite you as
a viewer to respond to the artwork from your own
perspective, histories and experiences, allowing
the encounter to bear on your interpretation
and allowing the artworks speak for themselves
with infectious dynamism.
Fiona Mulholland
Artist/Designer, MA (RCA)

Max Brosi graduated with a BA(Hons) in Furniture Design
and Manufacture from Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology (GMIT)
in Letterfrack, Co. Galway in 2006 and is now based in the
north west of Ireland. He initially developed his fabrication
skills to include wooden surfboard construction and small
boat building. He has exhibited internationally and has received
several prestigious awards. He is represented by Kirsten
Muenster Projects.
Recent work has focused on sculptural multi-axis
turned wooden forms. Looking at the significance of form,
texture and methods of production, he celebrates the natural
distortions inherent in each piece as the green wood seasons.

By utilising the natural tendency of wet wood to distort as it dries,
Brosi is consciously yet unconsciously allowing the character of
the wood to become a manifestation of an invisible existence
or energy. Everything is in a state of transience; wood warps
and metal corrodes. Sandblasting and burning surfaces further
reveal once-hidden textures of the grain and rays in the wood.
He explores the threshold space of opposing states, such as
line and form; feeling and reason; masculine and feminine;
material and spiritual. Bleeding into one another, a sense
of balance and harmonious communication is achieved that
celebrates the raw beauty of these perfectly imperfect objects,
instagram.com/maxbrosi
reminding us of our own fragility.

Scorched Tetrahedron
2018, beech, 15 × 18 cm

Spout Form
2015, oak, 22 × 15 cm

Turbo Form
2015, oak, 19.5 × 17 cm

Finding Power — National Gallery of Ireland
2018, drawing on vinyl, 11 × 5 m

Miguel — Waterford
2015, drawing on paper

Joe Caslin is a street artist, illustrator, art teacher
and activist originally from Roscommon. He graduated from
Edinburgh College of Art with an MFA in Illustration in 2012
and was the recipient of the Association of Illustration Award
for New Talent in Public Realm Illustration 2013. He has been
commissioned to create significant installations for some
of Ireland’s most prominent buildings, including the National
Gallery of Ireland, National Museum of Ireland, Cork City Hall,
Trinity College and Achill Henge.
Best known for his striking large-scale monochromatic
drawings which unapologetically engage with the viewer,
Caslin’s work reflects pressing private and public issues of
modern Ireland. The powerful simplicity of his highly skilled
renderings mirrors our deep-rooted social, economic and political
concerns. Regularly working with young people, he is an active

campaigner for mental health awareness. He believes the
artist has a valued place in society as ‘cultivators of empathy.’
‘The role of the artist within society has been historically
consistent, they provide a visual documentation of our social
history. The Stone Age people used the artist to express
the earth’s connection to the immense and cyclical power of the
sun, the Catholic Church used the artist to bring their dogmas to
an almost illiterate congregation, the Celtic tiger allowed the artists
to engage with the betrayal of the business world. The crash then
showcased the artist as resilient. The campaigns for marriage
equality and abortion rights have showcased a desire within the
general public for their emotional state to be expressed and made
visible.’ Highlighting ongoing social issues in his own unique way,
Caslin’s work provides a basis for action by leadership groups
instagram.com/joecaslin
and individuals in order to improve our future.

Comerford House — Galway
2015, drawing on paper, 8 × 20 m

Julie Connellan is based in Co. Galway and has been
making contemporary jewellery since graduating from
the Berufskolleg Für Design, Schmuck und Gerät in Pforzheim,
Germany in 2009. She completed a research masters
at the National College of Art and Design, Dublin in 2011.
Connellan has exhibited extensively throughout Ireland
and internationally.
This series of brooches was inspired by the material
culture of the Aran Islands. A local story tells how fishermen,
when unable to go to sea due to rough seas, would hand knit
garments using wool and goose quills. It is a story that subverts
common assumptions about gender roles and domestic activities.
It removes the activity from any notions of romantic, sentimental
associations with female domesticity and shows us instead
an activity firmly rooted in a specific design need, that of warm,
water resistant clothing while fishing from exposed boats

in Atlantic waters. Connellan gathered wild bird feathers and
horsehair found among grass and rocks and caught on barbed
wire fences. These fragile and transient objects have been
carefully combined and attached to very thin but strong silver
plates to form these brooches. The plates themselves have
been perforated based on hand knitting patterns associated
with coastal regions where communities fish.
Unlike the horsehair gathered along the shoreline,
the horsehair used in MADE IN CHINA comes from the
bow of a violin. The strings of violin bows come from
horsehair harvested in China. The process lightens the colour
and weakens the material but makes it possible to produce
a perfect tone. The materials combined in these brooches
contrast strength and vulnerability, permanence and transience.
They are ultimately a kind of memento mori that point towards
julieconnellan.com
our fragility and humanity.

On the Wing
2018, wild bird quills, silver, horse hair, 9 × 8 × 1.7 cm

MADE IN CHINA
2018, wild bird quills, silver, horse hair, 9.5 × 7.5 × 1 cm

Fight or Flight [detail]
2018, wild bird quills, silver, horse hair, 43 × 12 × 1 cm

Toe Necklace
2016, 18 carat gold plated brass, 14.2 × 18.3 cm

Hazel Kenny is a jewellery designer living and working
in Dublin. Following a course in Metalwork with FÁS in the
early 2000s and several years as an apprentice in the jewellery
industry, Kenny returned to college and in 2016 graduated
with a first-class BA (Hons) in Metalwork & Jewellery from
the National College of Art and Design, Dublin. She was
awarded Newbridge Silverware NCAD Jewellery Designer
of the Year in 2016. She has exhibited at New Designers in London
and in 2016 set up her own studio.
Her exquisitely crafted, idiosyncratic jewellery collection is a
celebration of fingers and toes. Such curious yet vital appendages;

Double Shoulder Brooch
2016, 18 carat gold plated brass, freshwater pearls, 18" strand, 15 × 65 × 10 cm

used daily but rarely considered in any great depth creatively.
By emulating amputated limbs as objects of adornment,
Kenny endeavours to bring attention to the wonderful
weirdness found in the seemingly mundane aspects of
the everyday. It is reminiscent of the early 20th century
surrealist movement which represented a crucible of
avant-garde ideas and techniques that contemporary artists
still reference today. Kenny’s pieces reflect the surrealist
ideology by juxtaposing everyday objects in unexpected ways,
allowing the subconscious mind to express itself as if
in a dreamscape.
hazelkdesigns.com

Toe Rings
2016, 18 carat gold plated brass, 16 × 38 × 15 cm & 28 × 41 × 21 cm

Daithi Magner is a sculptor and set designer originally
from Limerick and now based in London. He initially trained as
a furniture maker, later graduating with a first-class BA in
Production Design & Art Direction from Institute of Art, Design
and Technology (IADT), Dublin in 2009. He uses his design and
fabrication skills for all types of film, TV and theatre set and prop
production. He is represented by Westphal Gallery in Berlin.
Referencing Irish folklore, history and religion, Magner’s
work explores the varying relationships between modern
living and rural attitudes both past and present. Using found,
collected and appropriated objects, his highly crafted miniature

buildings are spiritual in feeling and often include his
grandfather’s religious trinkets. As part of the construction
Magner regularly includes wings as he sees these pieces
as saviours or angels. Within this energetic bounty of
allegorical motifs and internal references textures, curious
surfaces and details are abundant as are emotion, loneliness,
death, heaven and hell, hope and anxiety. His artwork takes
a critical view of social and cultural issues embedded
in rural Ireland. These sculptural works are evoking
an essentially complex world with a peculiar combination
dmagner.com
of the familiar and unfamiliar.

00-09
2016, mixed media , 70 × 50 × 35 cm

00-19
2017, mixed media , 50 × 30 × 35 cm

00-13
2017, mixed media , 45 × 15 × 20 cm

Orthomyxovirus
2012, sterling silver, lab-grown rubies, neodymium magnets, 4 × 3 × 2 cm

Paul McClure has been a practicing studio jeweller for
over 30 years and is based in Toronto, Canada. With a BFA
from Nova Scotia College of Art and Design (NSCAD) University
in Halifax, he continued his education in Barcelona at Escola
Massana and at the National College of Art and Design, Dublin
graduating with an MA in 1999. He has exhibited extensively
throughout North America, Europe and Asia. In 2015, McClure
received the Saidye Bronfman Award (an annual Governor
General Award and the highest honour given to Canadian
visual artists). He is represented by Galerie Noel Guyomarc’h.

23 Chromosomes: Spring & Summer
2019, sterling silver, acrylic, 30 × 30 × 2 cm

McClure’s work is often described as sculptural although
it is the wear-ability of jewellery and its relationship with the physical
body that interests him most. The scientific fields of biology,
pathology and genetics inspire his work and his aesthetic is derived
from microscopic and anatomical views of the human body. He is
intrigued by how we represent what we cannot see within ourselves
through new scientific imagery and visual data. These representations
of the invisible body reflect our humanity in an era of remarkable
medical and biological advancement. In wearing his jewellery,
the invisible body becomes visible adornment.
paulmcclure.com

Membrane 1
2017, sterling silver, laser sintered nylon, stainless steel, 9.5 × 4.5 × 1 cm

Caoimhe McGuckin is a contemporary designer-maker
living in Co. Kildare. She graduated in 2017 with a first-class
BA (Hons) in Jewellery and Metalwork from the National College
of Art and Design, Dublin. She has been successful in several
highly competitive selection processes and has been the recipient
of multiple awards, including Future Makers Student of the Year
from the Design & Crafts Council of Ireland and NCAD Designer
of the Year from Newbridge Silverware in 2017.
Inspiration informing McGuckin’s work arises from abstract
ideas, titles, phrases and stories which lead to the creation
of a visual interpretation and representation. Making provides
a touchstone in her attempt to dismantle, quantify and organise
abstract or intangible thoughts and ideas. Through broad and
detailed research, considered design and thorough material
investigation, she satisfies a desire for certitude by solving
or giving formal presence to a previously intangible idea.

Materials are chosen for their expressive or narrative
potential rather than inherent value. Using a combination
of traditional and unexpected materials, with a particular
interest in objects of regular human use, she designs
and creates one-off wearable works, her focus invariably
being on narrative and concept.
In this collection, Fathom, McGuckin is primarily concerned
with the notion of measurement. A perception exists that
a system of measurement is a static authority providing the
real and is not subject to personal interpretation. It gives us
grounding and reassurance by confirming the existence of order
and underlying structure. We measure to understand and orient
ourselves in time and space. We need dimensions to make sense
of an otherwise chaotic existence. McGuckin has endeavoured
to gather and construct a personal system of measurement
instagram.com/keevsmcg
as filtered through an imperfect metric.

I Have Measured Out My Life
2017, spoons, silver, steel pin, 20.5 × 8.5 cm

Barleycorns/21g
2017, heel of shoe, oxidised copper, steel pin, 14.5 × 7.4 cm

Love in the Time of Artifice #3
2013, parian porcelain, 45 × 30 × 30 cm
Computer Augmented Portrait #2
2011, 3D print, 30 × 20 × 20 cm

Studio installation
2019

John Rainey is a sculptor based in Belfast. He graduated
in 2009 with a first-class BA (Hons) in Contemporary Crafts from
Manchester Metropolitan University and in 2012 with an MA
from the Royal College of Art, London. He has been the recipient
of several funding and residency awards, including the Arts
Council of Northern Ireland’s British School at Rome fellowship
in 2018. He is an associate artist of Marsden Woo Gallery, London.
Rainey’s ceramic sculptures present the plasticity of digital
culture through a number of methods. He works on a shifting
physical scale, somewhere between the monumental and the
domestic, reflecting fluctuating boundaries between public and
private life. Simultaneous references to — and deviations from —
classical aesthetics serve to confuse a sense of time and certainty.

Saturated colour, material indeterminacy and exaggerated
corporeal forms set a tone that is unsettling yet familiar.
His work explores themes of technology, artifice and
often reference the human figure. Using a combination of
physical and digital methods, including ceramic casting
and 3D printing technologies, his sculptural process moves
between the virtual and material worlds. Through this
multi-faceted approach to production, Rainey’s sculptures
probe the development of human representation within
digital environments, often referencing themes of visibility
and the unprecedented motivation for self-imaging and
identity-curating that emerges increasingly from online
communication platforms.
johnrainey.co.uk

Niall Sweeney graduated from Dún Laoghaire College
of Art and Design in Dublin in the early 1990s. Based in London,
he founded his design studio, Pony Ltd, with electronic musician
and composer, Nigel Truswell, at the beginning of the 21st century.
Their award-winning work has been published, exhibited,
performed, collected and screened around the world.
Highly regarded for a multi-disciplinary and innovative
approach, Pony makes work internationally across art, design,

print, theatre, film, performance, installation, music and writing.
For Crowded Thresholds, Sweeney presents voluptuously
illustrated prints on silk crêpe-de-chine. Embracing the
exuberant diversity of the universe, these luscious and vibrant
Freaky Scarfs celebrate mythological creatures joyfully
transgressing the turbulent seas of the zeitgeist — ‘the goddesses
and the gods of the marginalised, of the exquisite comedies
ponybox.co.uk
of life, fertility and sensual pleasure.’

Freaky Octopus
2017, printed crêpe-de-chine, 130 × 95 cm

Freaky Chique
2017, printed crêpe-de-chine, 130 × 95 cm

Freaky Lobster
2017, printed crêpe-de-chine, 130 × 95 cm

Drawings, sumi ink on paper, 2012

Untitled III
2013, merino wool, silk gauze, bamboo fibres, calico, 178 × 220 cm

Untitled VII
2012, merino wool, silk gauze, bamboo fibres, calico, 178 × 220 cm

Brigitta Varadi was born in Hungary and moved to
Ireland almost 20 years ago. She now divides her time between
Co. Leitrim, New York, USA and her native Hungary. She trained
in Fashion Design at St. Angela’s College, Sligo, and in Visual Arts
at National College of Art and Design, Dublin and at Crawford
College of Art & Design, Cork. She has exhibited extensively
internationally and is the recipient of numerous funding
and residency awards. She is currently artist-in-residence
at the Museum of Arts and Design [MAD] in New York.
Her inter-disciplinary practice explores how memories
can inform our present-day perspectives and artistic expression
predominantly through the media of textiles, painting and video.
Drawn to socially engaged and community practice, she investigates

how our thinking and emotional responses are conditioned
by our physical environment, how our upbringing and
social structures influence us and how specific events
can leave a lasting emotional trace. Hovering between
organic and abstraction, her tactile wall hangings explore
the interpretive possibilities of the Rorschach test. The test
was originally conceived to reveal a person’s interpretive
and perceptive abilities. The making process also reflects
the essence of her work which is the erosion of memories
through repetitive action till ‘all that remains is the
action itself.’ Within this context the resultant codex
represents the private and social self of a society addicted
to self-actualisation.
brigittavaradi.net
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First published as ‘Das Unheimliche’ in vol. 5 of the Leipzig-based psychoanalytical
journal Imago in 1919 and translated as ‘The Uncanny’ in vol. XVI of The Standard Edition
of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, published by the Hogarth Press,
London, in 1955.
2.
Freud misremembers these as crocodiles but in the original story ‘Inexplicable’
(published in The Strand Magazine, vol. 54, no. 324, pp.572-581 in 1917) the author L. Moberly
seems unsure of the difference himself. For an excellent account of Freud’s use of the story
and the uncanniness of crocodilia in general see Rod Giblett’s 2006 article ‘Alligators,
Crocodiles and the Monstrous Uncanny’, in Continuum, 20:3, pp.299-312.
3.
This is the most common English translation of Japanese roboticist Masahiro Mori’s
1970 hypothesis Bukimi No Tani, which graphically explores the relationship between the
degree of an object’s resemblance to a human being and the emotional response to such
an object. It has alternatively been translated as ‘the valley of eerieness’.
4.
Jentsch’s ‘Zur Psychologie des Unheimlichen’ was published in the PsychiatrischNeurologische Wochenschrift 8.22 (25 Aug. 1906): pp.195-98 and 8.23 (1 Sept. 1906):
pp.203-05. Roy Sellars’s English translation ‘On the Psychology of the Uncanny’, wasn’t
published until 1997 which explains its relative insignificance in the literature of the Uncanny.
5.
Ernst Jentsch, ‘On the psychology of the uncanny’, Angelaki: Journal of the Theoretical
Humanities, 2:1, p.12.
6.
See Lillis Ó Laoire’s ‘Metaphors We Live by: Some Examples from Donegal Irish’
in Western Folklore, vol. 59, no. 1, 2000, pp.33–48.
1.

y far, the uncanniest thing in Freud’s
seminal 1919 essay is a beautifully crafted, octagonal
occasional table. He recounts the tale of a family
overwhelmed by a kaleidoscopic extravaganza of
repressed emotions when relief carvings of alligators
go on a psychological rampage, filling their house with
a swampy smell; unleashing shadowy, reptilian shapes
to slither between feet; and emitting a growling sound.
It’s enough to override the subconscious and go straight,
like an electrical impulse, to genetic memories
of ancient, mortal enemies. Despite this favourable
beginning, however, artisanship and its products
have mysteriously disappeared from the literature
of the Uncanny. The father of psychoanalysis ultimately
considered the story that inspired his musings
on the table “thoroughly silly” and the potential for
crafted objects (other than human simulacra)
to work the senses in unsettling ways remains
a virtual blind spot in both psychoanalytic literature
and the modern sensibility.
What has happened? What cannot be said or is
considered not worthwhile saying about the Uncanny
sensuality of the crafted objects around us? And why
has the aura of elemental authenticity itself become
a patient in the very analysis that would liberate it
from the confines of late Edwardian norms?
For sure, there has been an unmistakable focus
on literary and visual effects (and visual effects
in literature). Doppelgängers, mirrors, shadows,
eyes and automata remain the stock-in-trade of the
conceptualisation of Uncanny experiences today and
descriptions of how we humans respond to androids
who/which too closely resemble us are dominated
by the notion of the ‘Uncanny Valley’ .
As reasonable students, we can easily identify
the Uncanny visual elements in Hitchcock’s Psycho
but nothing enters the frame when it comes to sound,
smell, touch or taste. Why have four senses gone
astray? Even the sense of sight is geared to surface
impacts and minor spectral phenomena. Lights, angle
shots and edits are the nuts and bolts of an intellectual
puzzle that displaces a psychological reading
by leaving out almost everything that pertains
to the psychological life per se: blood and guts,
sweat and tears.
This is not always how it is, though. Is exposing
ourselves to severe emotional blows (something
we generally try to avoid in life) not an integral
part of creativity, both from the perspective of the
creator and of those who engage with the creation?
Unlike Freud, Ernst Jentsch celebrated this aspect
of the Uncanny, what he called “[experiencing] certain
powerful excitements which awake in us a strong
feeling for life, without having to accept the consequences
of the causes of the unpleasant moods if they were to
have the opportunity to appear in corresponding form
on their own account.” For Freud, the idea of dread,
fear or estrangement in the Uncanny is expressed
in terms of psychological states that disconnect a
person from ordinary reality and from the everyday
but, sometimes, says his lesser-known colleague,
this is exactly where we want to be.

‘Uaigneas’ in the Irish language, usually roughly
translated as a version of loneliness or sadness,
is a near equivalent to the English word ‘Uncanny’
but has a profoundly different resonance, particularly
in Donegal. If anything, it connects rather than
disconnects a person. The psyche is saturated and
sinks down into the home place, the ancestral setting.
Uaigneas is not alienation from the mores of
civilisation, the insanity of the sick, or the incoherence
of urbane or social norms. It is the terrifying access
to topos of place, the physical power and presence of
the stuff in which flesh and blood cohabit: the bog oak,
deep unfathomable bog holes, water springs, flag irises,
roots of trees which conspire with the elements and
all that stops communication, slowing down the human
frame into an aeon of clotted realisation.
Uaigneas captures in its sound and music the
architecture of time, the community of the living
and dead under the roof of the heavens. Uaigneas,
the unadorned life in the wilderness, is experience
scaled back to the rhythms, changes and transient,
generalised movements of nature: a little twirling
wind, the Séideán Sí; a sliding glow flame over the
bog at night; a tune trapped in the crevice of a house;
a sheep dog licking his shadow on the corner of a
giant stone. This constitutes a calculus of feeling as
accurate as any clock, as telling as the most complex
measure of pressure possible to a barometer.
What is missing in the Uncanny and its history
of interpretation are the senses which it edits out,
touch, sound, smell, corporeal haptic energy and
movement. What is lost to the Uncanny is recovered
in Uaigneas and the picture of the world to which it
opens access, refocusing the emotional life as facts
of human experience and delivering them back to us
as a home out of the elements.
Craft is not a value. It is a matrix of permanently
shifting ways of “seeing things”, a reason and
a raison d’être, a means of making sense of the world.
It is about rationally based systems that make art
meaningful as work while defining what work,
as meaningful practice, can be, and, as such, it is an
essential component in art viewed from the maker’s
perspective. Craft is a commitment to materials
and processes but the artists in this exhibition accept
neither of these as boundaries, and it is this tension,
the blurring of the lines between creativity and
tradition, between art, design and craft, that informs
their creative journey. The reason why craft can enjoy
being admired (without guilt), contrasting with art,
which can inspire fear (because it is considered too
intellectual) points to an anxiety at the heart of
the dialogue between viewer/consumer and maker/
artist that interposes itself between identification
and the objet d’art.
It is this uncertainty about the identity of what
is being produced that triggers the Uncanny,
transforming status anxiety into Uaigneas and opening
multi-dimensional doorways into other modes of
thinking. Reversing the delusion of easy categorisation
and the disillusionment with industrialisation is the
magic that lies ahead, the pathway least trodden
but magnificently opened up in this extraordinary
exhibition of multi-faceted works that test out,
with exuberance and tenacity, the grounds for seeing
anew the craft of art and the art of the maker.
Dr. Mathew Staunton
Historian, École nationale supérieure
des arts décoratifs, Paris
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